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Praise for


WHO RUNS THE WORLD?







“Just as women’s rights are human rights, women’s progress is human progress. Achieving a world where women everywhere can fulfill their potential is the great unfinished work of today and the very work we must do to make progress. Lois Quam first worked with me over thirty years ago, and she demonstrates in her life and leadership—and now in her book Who Runs the World?—the resilience and creativity needed for this work. Lois shows how we can build the future we envision for us all by supporting women and girls around the world.”


—Hillary Rodham Clinton


67th U.S. Secretary of State




“This is an inspiring book by an inspiring woman. Lois Quam is a leader, thinker, and mother who has put into words key insights about our world and how to change it. Who Runs the World? is a powerful call to new kinds of action and new ways of thinking.”


—David Miliband


President and CEO, International Rescue Committee; 74th U.K. Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs




“Women’s leadership in climate solutions is required everywhere. Who Runs the World? Unlocking the Talent and Inventiveness of Women Everywhere rightly highlights the vital role women have to play. I see this at the global COP forums and in the local village. For anyone who cares about addressing climate change, investing in women is the catalytic move that can make all the difference.”


—Sherry Rehman


Member of the Senate of Pakistan; Former Minister for Climate Change and Ambassador to the U.S. for Pakistan




“It is clearer every year that we cannot afford to pursue responses to one challenge at the expense of another. We need holistic, global solutions to climate change that also benefit sustainable development. So, if you want to make a difference on climate, add Who Runs The World? by Lois Quam to your reading list. Quam, a longtime partner with us on setting the climate agenda in Norway, shares why and how empowering women is at the heart of the sustained effort we need for climate resilience.”


—Frederic Hauge


Founder and Leader, Bellona Foundation




“Lois and I worked to end preventable maternal deaths through the Saving Mothers, Giving Life initiative. I am delighted she has shared this important work and her vision in Who Runs the World. In it, Lois makes the powerful—and obvious but neglected—point that unlocking women’s talent is key to addressing many of the challenges of the twenty-first century. She’s right and we can all do our part to make this happen.”


—Christy Turlington Burns


Founder and President, Every Mother Counts




“Imagine a future where women and girls everywhere have the same opportunity to run the world. Lois Quam imagines and more. These stories of leadership decisions, experiences and lessons, provide a front seat view of her transformational allyship, and a key to unlocking the power of women everywhere.”


—Mary-Ann Etiebet, MD, MBA


Merck for Mothers




“Lois writes Who Runs the World? as we mark a halfway point for the Sustainable Development Goals, set for 2030. Yet we already know we will not achieve many of these goals, unless we enable women to realize their full potential. At the core of this pursuit is the right for women to decide if and when they want to have children, afforded through rights-based family planning.”


—Samukeliso Dube, MD, MPH, MBA


Executive Director, Family Planning 2030
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This book is dedicated to hardworking, brilliant women everywhere. Our future is in our hands.
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We believe it’s time to unlock the talent and inventiveness of all the world’s women.


Pathfinder, one of the world’s premier organizations empowering women, girls, their families, and communities, works today in Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia.


With nearly seventy years of experience across one hundred countries, Pathfinders know that supporting the reproductive health and well-being of women and girls is essential for their ability to live the lives they choose and to address the challenges before us all today.
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The Painting on the Cover, and the Painter Edison Mugalu




Edison Mugalu is a distinguished Ugandan painter. His work is imaginative, combining the light and energy of nature and people.


Edison grew up in a village in central Uganda’s Kaynunga region using the colors from nature. Without access to commercially made paints, he made his own, combining yellow, green, and red flowers with ink to create the melody of colors in his paintings. Like many artists, he had a day job, devoting evenings and weekends to develop his talent as a painter. The Ngoma Artists Studio in Bukoto, a section of Kampala, provided him a welcoming community where he grew as an artist with mentors and teachers nearby.
 


I met Edison on a trip to Uganda when I was working at the U.S. State Department on Saving Mothers, Giving Life, a project to stop women from dying in labor and delivery. One evening in Kampala, a visionary USAID global health leader invited my colleagues and me to meet a group of remarkable Ugandan painters. Their work captured women’s energy and world-changing potential in a universal way. I was struck by the way that art allows us to imagine new possibilities and feel connected with others.


The painting on the cover of Who Runs the World? offers the yellow of the sun that gives energy to everyone wherever we live on earth. It is the common energy we all share.


The painting also shows women emerging into that energy. For me, the impressionist nature of the painting suggests the opportunity for all women from all places, from all walks of life to emerge into the sunlight where we can each bring our full talents, energy, and abilities to bear forth the invention of a new world.


On days when my energy lags, I look at this painting for renewal. I hope that it may offer this sense of renewal to you too. The optimism represented in Edison’s work is the kind of energy we need today to overcome the challenges we face across the world.


You can see more of Edison Mugalu’s work at www.umojartgallery.org and Edison Mugalu/Facebook.
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Preface






What makes the crises of the past 15 years so

disorientating is that it no longer seems plausible to

point to a single cause and, by implication, a single fix.1


Adam Tooze







Many of us feel the pressure of the challenges we face—both personal and global.


When we ask, in light of those challenges, “What can I do?” the answer we sometimes arrive at is, “There is nothing I can do that matters enough!”


I think that’s because we need not a single fix but a “many fix.” A fix capable of overcoming our sense of overwhelm.


As I see it, the “many fix” is right before our eyes.


Today, most of the world’s talent remains at home wrestling with the daily struggles of life. We need to unlock the skills, energy, and inventiveness of all the world’s talent. We need everyone to have a chance to reach their full potential in life—for their own sakes and for all our sakes.


Unlocking the talent, skills, and energy of the world’s women is the big move that can catalyze global progress in the twenty-first century. It is the “many fix.”


Necessity is the mother of invention, so the saying goes. As a modern-day revision, I would say, we need more mothers to be able to be inventors.


The time is ripe for this unlocking move—everywhere and at scale. My time working as Pathfinder’s chief executive officer has shown me that the highest impact decision that any of us can make is to support women and girls. We have the knowledge and the tools for women and girls to flourish; it’s time we use them.


So, who runs the world? If you sang along to the Beyoncé tune in your head and answered, “Girls!” well, you’re not wrong, but you’re not right, either. Women and girls across the world have proven time and again that we are not to be underestimated. We are leaders, we are mothers, we are teachers, we are healthcare professionals, artists, scientists, wives—breadwinners and bread makers. Women comprise over half of the world’s population, and yet every day around the globe, women die needlessly as a result of pregnancy. Perhaps when you think about this, you think first about women outside the United States who do not have timely access to safe, well-equipped hospitals. Surely, these women are at great risk. You’ll hear many stories throughout this book from women and leaders in these countries—in fact, you’ll read that these communities also have some of the greatest capacity to empower positive change—and it might surprise you to know that the United States holds the highest rate of maternal mortality from avoidable causes among high-income countries.2


From rural areas to the wealthiest cities in the world, women everywhere are being left behind. Women so often do not have the resources to make informed decisions about their own healthcare, and even more importantly, women are so often not given the agency or the right to make those decisions. Instead, a woman’s own body and life are heavily regulated—by legislators and community leaders alike. So many women are left to navigate a landscape—a world in which they contribute to half of the global good—wherein they have no real say about when, how, and if they have children.


When half of the world is disenfranchised in this way, who really runs the world? When women’s and girls’ health is regulated based on politics rather than on providing them rights and opportunities, what kind of world do we live in?


Today Pathfinder works across Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia so that women and girls—and their families and communities—can reach their full potential in life and contribute to their societies. The leaders and members of our teams—we call them Pathfinders—are from these communities. We are part of a global movement with sister organizations working in the United States and elsewhere. Across this movement, we learn from and support each other.


We see every day what it takes to unlock the energy, talent, and inventiveness of all the world’s people. We often ask, if we can see this, why is it still so difficult to make it happen everywhere? Why is half of the world’s talent left out?


I suspect that the answer has to do with all the ways those of us with access to power and resources grow comfortable with our own circumstances and busy with our own lives. When that happens, we fail to see how our well-being is shared by, and tied up with, others. We are interconnected. That is what I mean by the global good: We rise and fall together. We are interdependent. We can’t do well unless others also do well.


The challenges in our world driven by changes in our climate, technology, global movements, and markets connect us all to each other. To invest in our own well-being is to invest in the well-being of others—including those we don’t know in person or by name.


In this book, I share the stories of courageous women and men working in some of the hardest places and at the hardest times to benefit some of the most talented people in the world. We need women and girls in places far from where we live to thrive and prosper so that they can solve their own challenges and help us solve the world’s challenges.


To truly impact change on a global scale requires each of us to answer the questions: What do we ask of ourselves? What is it about time that we do?


In my life, I’ve chosen to work on improving access to healthcare. Yet at times, I’ve failed to see well enough the injustices around me. I have struggled to avoid looking away. But, over and again, I’ve been compelled to recognize how I benefit from powerful systems that—even in the very ways they are organized—perpetuate cycles of disempowerment.


I’ve asked, “What more can I do?” Answering that question led me to Pathfinder to invest in women and girls.


Asking “What more can I do?” shows how our personal choices are connected to some very impersonal systems. Changing those systems turns out to be tied to some very personal choices. We know that when women can make choices about their lives, those systems can change for the better.


In these pages, I reflect on what more can be done to change the circumstances of women and girls—most of the world’s people—so all of us have the opportunity, and the necessary support that must accompany any genuine opportunity, to choose the trajectory of our lives.


It’s about time that we do this. For our own sake. For the sake of others. For the global good.







1Adam Tooze, “Welcome to the World of the Polycrisis,” Financial Times, October 28, 2022, https://www.ft.com/content/498398e7-11b1-494b-9cd3-6d669dc3de33.


2Munira Z. Gunja and Laurie C. Zephyrin, “Health and healthcare for women of reproductive age,” The Commonwealth Fund, April 5, 2022, https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2022/apr/health-and-health-care-women-reproductive-age.
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Introduction




I’m in a well-lit, sparkling clean Minneapolis hospital room with walls painted beautifully light blue and white. The sheets on my bed are clean and fresh. Sunlight streams through my window on an upper hospital floor, and I enjoy looking out at the green treetops. At once, I’m exhausted, relieved, happy—and quite sore.


It is approaching two o’clock on a sunny July day, and this is one of the most significant days of my life. I can feel that. It is like my whole body is smiling. I have just delivered two beautiful boys. I waited thirty-eight weeks for this moment, the last seven spent in bed resting or, better said, lying in bed and trying to rest.


I delivered my boys in the hospital’s operating room on a narrow steel table with an anesthesiologist, an obstetrician, a family physician, and several nurses by my side. An entire medical school class attended so that they could watch twins being delivered with the second twin delivered in the breech position. My obstetrician and I had agreed that I would try to push my second baby out but that I could have a Cesarean section in an instant if there were any difficulties whatsoever. When my obstetrician came into the operating room, she shook my hand, looked me in the eyes, and told me that I was doing this perfectly. Her respect for me, her empathy and compassion, moved me then and moves me now.


My first baby, Steve, was born smoothly and quickly, and it felt so strange to have just had a baby and still have more work to do. They brought Steve over to me, ever so briefly, but then I had to get back to work delivering my second baby, Will. The medical team plunged their hands into my still pregnant belly and tried to turn around my second baby so that he could be born head first. The result: no luck and a lot of pain. My obstetrician asked if I wanted to follow our plan to try and deliver my baby without resorting to a Cesarean section. I said yes, and she coached me to push gently. She flipped out Will’s legs, and then I pushed out his torso and, at last, his head. My goodness! I felt this was truly one of the great achievements of my life, and I was so happy.


When I returned to my hospital room, the nurses brought these two beautiful babies to lie on each side of me. Holding my sons at my sides, I felt their warmth and noticed that they were quite pink and quite large—weighing in at seven pounds and seven pounds, fifteen ounces. With these two healthy, robust babies in my arms, the months of waiting for this moment and the weeks consigned to bed rest melted away.


I felt so, so tired. When I called my mother and father in Iowa to tell them the good news, I fell asleep mid-sentence. The nurses took the babies back to the nursery.


I vividly remember what happened next.


The nurses come in to press on my uterus so that contractions can begin. On their first press, a whoosh of blood goes everywhere. I see from the nurses’ faces that they are surprised. I’m hemorrhaging.


Two things occur almost simultaneously: The nurses swing into action. I don’t.


I don’t feel anything. I’m detached, outside myself, there and not there, and still so very tired. I am almost watching myself and this scene unfold from above.


I feel one of the nurses give me an injection and hear another one announce that they are going to insert a catheter so that I won’t have to get up from the bed.


The bleeding stops quickly enough so that no transfusion is needed. Before I doze, I understand that I lost a lot of blood, but at the same time, I feel that I am surrounded by all the care and support I need.


I sleep, and later, from my stationary position on the bed, begin caring for the babies. I am fine.


When my first son, Ben, twenty-three months old, comes for a visit, I am so happy to see him. He bounds into the room and says, “Mommy, there’s a baby. There’s another one baby.” He is sure he is breaking the news to me.


From that moment, my future with these three beautiful boys unfolds.


Now, reflecting back on that deep-in-my-bones feeling of vulnerability alongside the certainty that no matter what happened to me, I would be well cared for, I can say that something about me changed for good in that hospital room—changed what I wanted to do with my life.


Ever since then, when I listen to or read the news about turbulent world events—extreme weather, war, or conflict—I think of those women in that very moment who are giving birth, whose time has come for their labor. Instead of finding themselves in a quiet, clean-smelling hospital room with caregivers on whom they feel they can rely, these women give birth in a subway bomb shelter because of war, in a field fleeing a flood, or in a clinic without electricity or running water, in the dark of night without a skilled person at their side. That’s what I think about when I read about the war in Ukraine, the floods in Pakistan, and the violence in West Africa.


I think about those women who live in a place where the help I could rely on simply isn’t available.


Years later, when my twin sons, Steve and Will, entered college, and Barack Obama was the president and Hillary Rodham Clinton was the secretary of state, I joined the U.S. State Department as the executive director of the Global Health Initiative reporting to Secretary Clinton. On a trip to Zambia for the State Department, I had the chance to meet one of these women—a mother who delivered her first twin at a rural clinic and then rode three hours on the back of a motorcycle to deliver her second twin in a hospital setting. She took this trip for the same reason that I delivered my twins in the operating room. Her second twin was breech, and she needed to have a C-section. She traversed miles of dirt roads, hills, ruts, and bridges on the back of that motorcycle with a fully dilated cervix and her second baby pushing inside her. Such courage, such necessity. And happily, a healthy child as a result.


Another reason I did so well that day in the hospital was that I had access to good reproductive healthcare before my pregnancy. I’d had access to that care since the time I was in college. Prior to college, I had firsthand experience of what it meant not to have easy access to reproductive healthcare. I grew up in a rural area where the nearest birth control clinic was 90 miles away and access to a safe abortion was 150 miles away. Even going to a local drugstore to purchase condoms was risky, because everyone shopping or working at the store knew everyone else in town. Many of my high school classmates had a child too soon. They were nearly still children themselves. Some were unable to realize their full potential, because caring for children at such a young age cut short opportunities that might otherwise have come their way.


Because of my access to reproductive healthcare when I went to college, I can say that my three boys were the products of two planned pregnancies—planned after I finished university and had started work. I gave birth to Ben when I was twenty-eight years old and to Steve and Will a month after I turned thirty. I had excellent postpartum reproductive care, so that my decision not to have more children—I feared having triplets next—turned out to be exactly what happened.


For the mother I met on that early trip to Africa, things were not as easy. To have access to needed care, she had to travel a long distance. In her immediate community, access to reproductive healthcare was uneven; sometimes local supplies ran out, and a full range of contraceptives was not available. She was fortunate that her community had put in place a system to provide transportation for maternity care. That’s how she ended up on the back of a motorcycle, the driver tasked with taking her to a hospital where she could get the C-section she needed so that she and her second son could survive.


Doing What Matters


If you’re like me, you’ve asked yourself questions like: How do I make my life matter? How do I forge my own path using the unique skills and experience I have to make a difference for others? These are questions that I’ve asked myself since I was a young person. This is the question that I asked again that day in the hospital, and in that moment the answer became clear. I decided to seek a path to help other women like me, like that woman in Zambia.


From early on, I felt certain that my most important work in life would be raising my three boys. But I also knew that I wanted to reach out beyond my own experiences and outside my own family.


Ever since that day in the hospital, I wanted to walk down paths where I could help other women who did not have as good access to the resources and support that were readily available to me. But the feeling that I could make a difference hadn’t just come on the scene. I had that growing up on the Great Plains in southwestern Minnesota. To be sure, I was fortunate. My talent and inventiveness had been unlocked by my Norwegian American family, my Lutheran Church, and all the ways that the public schools and the broader community in Marshall, Minnesota, invested in its young people. My upbringing  also created a sense that I was expected to give of myself to others. To whom much is given, much is required. There was no single conversation or pivotal event that taught me this. It was something more natural, such as the water and air around me. I learned, as I watched my grandparents, parents, and teachers, that life wasn’t about having a comfortable private existence but rather about doing good in the world.


In my home state of Minnesota, my colleagues and I worked to pass legislation that gave health insurance coverage to hundreds of thousands of previously uninsured Minnesotans culminating in the passage of MinnesotaCare, a state-funded health insurance program.3 I had this role as chair of the Minnesota Health Care Access Commission, a role that began with my oldest son Ben’s birth—just five days before my appointment by the governor of Minnesota—and concluded as I was enormously pregnant with Will and Steve. After the commission enacted the legislation, Isabel Wilkerson of the New York Times interviewed me about the Commission’s work.4 I was on my own caring for two babies and a two-year-old, and what was most memorable for me about the call was less about its content or the thrill of my first interview with the New York Times. It was more the fact that Ben swallowed a coin during the interview, necessitating a rapid end to that interview and the need to resume the interview later. Fortunately, Ben was fine.


The interview brought unexpected opportunities. Minnesota’s leadership in healthcare reform led me to be invited to serve on President Bill Clinton’s National Healthcare Task Force, charged with developing a plan to cover all Americans with quality health insurance. For six months, I went back and forth between being teary-eyed as I left my sons in Minnesota and energized by the work as I arrived in Washington, DC.


Later, when I held a leadership role in business, my colleagues and I worked on expanding healthcare access to low-income Americans served by the Medical Assistance program and for older Americans through the national Medicare program and the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), the largest American civil society organization. The team of 27,000 colleagues I worked with to provide services in every American county and across England was dedicated and innovative.


I loved working in the corporate sector. The business of developing creative solutions to the challenges faced by individuals and society as a whole motivated me. The pressure of doing that work both sustainably and profitably inspired me to find more effective and efficient ways to work.


After over two decades working in healthcare, my concerns about global health led me to focus on solutions to counter the worst effects of climate change. In particular, I focused on pension funds and other large investment vehicles that have the potential to shape the future by moving capital into renewable energy, clean technology, and energy efficiency. I saw this possibility most profoundly while working with the Norwegian Bellona Foundation on a vision for the large Norwegian investment funds to create stronger returns by more thoroughly managing climate risks. In their books calling for global action on climate change, Tom Friedman and John Doerr referenced my recognition of the economic investment opportunities that can fuel the transition to a more just, green economy.5


One day, as my colleagues Marius Hansen and Terje Mikalsen and I drove away from a business meeting in Porsgrunn, a town in southern Norway, we emerged from a tunnel cutting through the mountains just as my phone rang. It was Hillary Rodham Clinton, the secretary of state, asking if I would join her again in Washington now that my twins were about to go to college. When my colleagues talked with me about staying in Washington working with the Clinton administration at the time that she was First Lady, I had said no, because I wanted to raise my three sons in Minnesota. This time, those sons were headed to college, and I was free to join her. Hillary Rodham Clinton is a leader who knows how to unlock the talent and inventiveness of the world’s women.


Saying yes during that phone call opened up a path for me to serve my country by working at the U.S. State Department to advance the U.S. global health presence. The U.S. commitment to global health represents the best of the American people.


Through that, my colleagues and I established the landmark program called Saving Mothers, Giving Life. This public-private partnership worked with the governments of Uganda and Zambia, and later in Nigeria, to dramatically improve care to mothers in labor, delivery, and during those first, tenuous forty-eight hours postpartum.


Then in 2016, after the U.S. presidential election, I decided not to go forward either in government or in a company. I wanted to work directly in an area that would clearly be under threat given the outcome of the election. And I wanted to do something big enough, especially when the challenges at that moment seemed so immense.
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